How many "would-be" Humpty Dumpties are there in. this audience? I say "would-be," because I assume that all of us like to believe in the comforting illusion that we always "say what we mean and mean what we say." Of course, sooner or later, by one means or another, the treacherous character of this illusion is brought home to most of us, and with a proper humility we confess our verbal sins. We have to admit that very rarely do our words mean all that we intend them to mean, and, on the other hand, that a great many times our words carry tremendously more meaning than we realize or want them to.
Naturally, we teachers of English, whose special province is the study of words and their eccentric ways, never allow this illusion to victimize our thinkingor do we? That more than a few of us obviously do is rather curious, considering the notable store of information about the nature of words and meaning that is ours for the studythough it must be admitted that this information is rather well shielded from the eye of the casual seeker by the ominous label "Semantics" or, even worse, "Semasi- But these are but wild and whirling words, my lords. If there is a message hiding in this initial nonsense, which I doubt, it is supposed to be this: that a great many of us get ourselves and others into a great deal of trouble because we don't understand how our words and our minds operate in communicating thought. We teachers of English spend a good deal of our time polishing the spelling, the pronunciation, the syntax, of our boys and girls. Do we devote a comparable effort to the more essential business of showing them how language works? If their speech and writing are mechanically flawless, are we likely to take time to remark the prejudice, the single-valued judgment, the glittering generality, the runaway abstraction, the twisted metaphor, that underlie the polished surface?
We show no concern with these mat- Dependence upon symbols has been the mark of civilized man through the centuries. We have come to intrust our fortunes and our lives often to incompre hensibly complex symbols. Our governments, our economic, moral, and social orders, would collapse without them. Not all these symbols, of course, point heavenward. Many are false and dangerous symbols, intended to lure us backward and down: the swastika, the. Red Star, the gold-plated football. Fortunately, the majority of us have little trouble spotting and sensibly evaluating the referents of i-I :.ese and many more of the glamorous physical symbols that surround us.
We are not so sure of ourselves, though, when we have to deal with the more subtle type of symbols called "words." It is clear to the most casual observer that the mea,nir ; attached to the word "McCarthy" by one good citizen may not square at all with the meaning attached to it by another. The teacher who speaks so knowingly of "success" to her thirty pupils will, if she investigates, discover thirty different meanings of the word, and none identical with her own. Millions of Americans are startled to read in their morning papers of a wellintentioned lady in. Indiana who finds new and ugly depths of meaning in the romantic old symbol "Robin Hood." Most of the same readers are not at at disturbed to find on an adjoining page a l32 THE ENGLISH 7OURN,IL warning from another citizen that we Americans may have to discard our symbol "democracy" and invent another for its place, since the Communists have so successfully twisted its meaning for the peoples who graze hungrily outside the democratic fold.
Unless we understand, and teach our children to understand, the process by which men's minds create symbols and then in turn are shaped by them, we will have to continue the uneven struggle against the awful power of the misused word. If the world of words is sinking fast into a condition of anarchy, as some suggest, or into a state of tyranny, as others say, it will certainly not be saved by the teaching of grammar and rhetoric alone. Indeed, some of the biggest lies of recent history have been grammatically faultless and rhetorically brilliant. I do not speak against the importance of grammar and rhetoric when I, suggest that it is urgent for us teachers of English to equip our boys and girls with an understanding of the semantics of language.
In this fateful final half of the twentieth century, we must be more than teachers of words; we must be interpreters of the world they stand for.
But Naturally, English curriculums that did their share in helping us to regain ((normalcy" in the 1930's; to sell bonds, collect scrap, and defeat our enemies in the early 1940's; 5.0 make our people world-minded in the late 1940's; and, more recently, to help our students to learn to live in an atom-conscious world and like itnaturally, these varied programs are not now adequate to meet the latest assault upon our national peace of mind, an assault led by cadres of grimacing lady wresters, grinning hearts-of-gold hucksters, and deadpan detectives, supported by shock units of marching, chorusing cigarettes and waltzing, talking to the human heart and that we must therefore learn to live with them is also clear. But it is one thing to live with words and to shape them to our ends, and quite another to let them shape us. It seems to me time for teachers of English, of all teac.hers, to stop tailoring programs to fit labels and slogans and to look earnestly, instead, for some of the common denominators of language in thought and action, to search for some common denominators (and I don't necessarily mean `lowest common denominators") that will help our boys and girls to solve not one but a succession of their and the world's problems.
What are these common denominators, or "fundamentals," if you are not averse to grabbing the bull by the horns? Do any of us question the value of fundamentals in gaining mastery of any subject, including the mastery of English? Here, perhaps, is the place for a brief demonstration of a semantic principle.
Let us assume that we all agree that fundamentals are essential. But now suppose we were each to turn to his seatmate and discuss for the next hour what we mean specifically by the "fundamentals of English." Is there any need to theorize about the probable results? You have been through it already, most of you, hundreds of times in frustrating faculty and currkulum-planning meetings. We can agree absolutely on the need for teaching fundamentals, but how many of our faculties ever honestly reach agreement on what they mean by that? Thus we teachers have come to treat the word "fundamentals" with a circumspection that the laymanwho knows with certainty what it meansseldom accords it So, you see, without even being formally introduced to the study of semantics, you have perhaps arrived through experience i at a partal apprec of one of its most important principlesthe fact that meaning is dynamic and changing, a product of the user's particular experience with the thing a word stands for. How much more comfortable our lives weald be, as teachers, if some of our critics who hurl the word "fundamen-THE ENGLIS about the symbolic process, the common denominator of all mediums of communication. If we do this halfway effectively, we need have less concern about the judgment they will show in arriving at understanding and appreciation in television or any other medium. A basic tool that we can furnish and that will serve them well is, I suggest, a knowledge of semantics. Semantics can hardly be regarded as a new field of inquiry. Twenty-five centuries ago, Lao-tzu began The Way of Life with this statement, that might well have issued from almost any of our modern professional semanticists:
In the beginning of heaven and earth there were no words, Words came out of the womb of matter; And whether a man dispassionately Sees to the core of life Or passionately Sees the surface, The core and the surface Are essentially the same, Words making them seem different Only to express appearance. If name be needed, wonder names them both.
Wonder had not yet created the term, but, as you can see, Lao-tzu can be regarded as a pioneer semanticist. That is, he was concerned with the nature of the meanings of wordsbut as a philosopher, not as a scientist. In every century since, great thinkers have continued to explore the nature of words. To most of them it has seemed clear that of all the tools provided man for survival and ultimately for victory over his hostile environment, languagethe symbolization of experienceis the most essential, and the ledst understood.
In spite of the perennial interest of the world's great minds in this subject, ordinary men have never been greatly disturbed by the hidden workings of the H 7OURNi1L, words they used. At least they have never been notably disturbed until our own time. Now, suddenly, all kinds of men in every part of the world have become concerned, in varying degrees, with the nature and workings of language some from evil motives, some from mercenary motives, but many from a more honorable motive, the desire to communicate what is in their hearts to those who have never known democratic freedom, either of word or of thought.
Wherever you turn today you are likely to find men giving semantics their respectful attention. Leading businessmen, doctors, lawyers, dentists, diplomats, writers, ex-Presidentsthey are all concerned, as evidenced by the numerous articles in their journals and by their public utterances, with the impact of words upon their affairs. Strangely, among teachers we find a curious disinterest, a reluctance to rank the study of meaning above the study of the inflectional vagaries of English words.
Of all the insights that Carl Sandburg has given me into the epic character of Lincoln, none has so deepened my understanding of the genius of the man as the brief chapter x of the Prairie Years that sets forth so vividly the nature of the language used on the Illinois, or any, frontier and that ends:
Words like "independent" bothered the boy. He was hungry to understand the meanings of words. He would ask what "independent" meant and when he was told the meaning he lay awake nights thinking about the meaning of the meaning of "independent." Other words bothered him, such as "predestination." He asked the meaning of that and lay awake hours at night thinking about the meaning of the mean- it to mean, it was, as perhaps you have sensed, because I do not view the socalled "TV Age" with special apprehension. Television is a hard and present fact; but so are the New York Daily News, Hollywood Class B pictures, crime comics, low-grade pocket books, and the "Voice of Moscow." Somehow we have to deal effectively with them all in the teaching of our youth. If we must choose and set up a slogan to help us chart our way, it seems to me that for the last twenty years and for many years to come, above all else we have been and will be living in an "Age of Mass Communication," of which television is but a single medium. Our job is to provide young people with the linguistic insights they will need to handle the problems common to all existing mediums and
others not yet discovered in such a way that individual freedom of word, thought, and action will not disappear from the earth, either by 1984 or by any other year of history yet to come.
Several of .our poets in times past have noted, "The pen is mightier than the sword." It remains for us, with our scientific know-how, to prove that words honestly and intelligently used are more effective than atomic missiles. 
